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County Agent’s Notes:

November 12, 2000

A Season of Confusion
Although I have an interest in politics I try to stay away from it in my duties since I must
interact with people of every persuasion. I do have strong opinions about the issues, but I try to
limit their expression to conversations among my closest friends and family. There are however
several ideas that I would like to mention since they are relative to agriculture.
The present debacle over the election of a new president for our country has captured the
attention of the nation as nothing has in a very long time. This confusion has the potential to
impact several things related to agriculture. This will be an incomplete list at best, but I believe
some of these issues may have long-term impact on our food supply and the success or failure of
farming interests.
The first thing that strikes me about this is that an atmosphere of indecision must be
spreading among many nations that rely on American agriculture for food and other agricultural
products. Every day that passes without a clear signal that we have reconciled this question adds
doubt that we will continue as a viable source of supply. When we fail to elect a leader, we also
have failed to begin the orderly transition from one administration to another.
Our present Secretary of Agriculture, Dan Glickman, has in my opinion been one of the
best to occupy this office. He has been a fine leader, a great listener, and a great reconciler of the
many questions that connect the American farmer with the people of this country and the world.

Who will take his place? Will the new Secretary be a person who can negotiate the obstacles we
face in agriculture? We can’t guess, because we can’t know who the successor will be.
Another major question is related to environmental concerns. On one hand we see the
American farmer held to a much higher standard than most farmers around the world. Still, our
farmers are expected to compete as if no difference existed. Since farmers are such a small
portion of the total population, their needs are often ignored because their political impact is
equally small. In a very real sense, American farmers have worked themselves into obscurity by
becoming so efficient that few actual voters are required to produce our food. The fact that these
few still provide our daily needs has somehow been forgotten or ignored.
One of the biggest questions related to agriculture is how it will continue into the future.
The average age of the American farmer is around 55, and very few young people are choosing
agriculture as their life’s work. Issues related to this include the “death tax” which often
prevents land from being passed down from one generation to another. In case you have not
noticed, today’s agriculture will not allow a farmer to buy land since the value has been driven
too high by urbanization, recreation, and other uses. This, combined with commodity prices that
are no higher than they were fifty years ago, and the high cost of production are keeping farmers
from buying land. When land is sold for taxes, it is often taken out of production. We really
can’t blame our young people for staying away from agriculture. The next administration will
either allow this trend to continue or provide some incentive for people to remain in agriculture.
Closely related to agriculture itself is the question of support for continued research and
development of improved agricultural production techniques. This area includes funding for
USDA, experiment stations in the states, Extension, and other entities. Because of these things,
American agriculture led the world throughout the 20th century, but today powerful interests are

seeking to privatize these and other parts of agriculture. Should the public sector lose control,
the price of agricultural products will likely be virtually dictated by the huge multinational
corporations, and instead of paying the 10 to 15 percent of our income for food as we do today
we may conceivably be paying 30 to 50 percent. The next administration will either continue
this trend which is well on its way to reality now or return us to the system that has been so
successful for so many years.
American agriculture is so efficient and so dependable that the public has to a large
degree forgotten it exists. The future of agriculture will be in the hands of the next president in a
very large sense. I will not presume to tell you which of them might be best for agriculture
because I simply don’t know. I have opinions, but they may be incorrect; certain conditions exist
today which may not in the future, altering the course that should be taken.
The one thing I am sure of is that the sooner this question is resolved the sooner we will
be able to begin planning for the future. As we sit today our future and the future of American
agriculture are to a large degree on hold. I hope and pray that by the time you read this we will
know more about the course of our future.

